


Crossing the Suvarna River on way to Brahmavar where the Seminar was held — 


REBIRTH OF YAKSHAGANA ovina ™issare 


F in the near future the traditional Yaksha- 
gana-Bayalata takes its place of pride on 
the cultural map of India, | can claim to 

have witnessed its rebirth at the Seminar on 
Yakshagana held at Brahmavar from September 
27 to 30, 1958. 


An outsider going from Mangalore to 
Brahmavar with a time schedule is hard put to 
keep himself steady on his course. At every 
step he is distracted by the nature’s alluring 
treasure spread out in nonchalant abandon, 
punctuated here and there by lavish embel- 
lishments created by man. He reaches Mud- 
bidri, an old seat of Jain culture, with exquisite 
monuments, especially the Chandranath 
Temple, with 1,000 pillars of beautiful carving. 
Then comes Karkala, an ancient centre of 
culture with its 41 feet high monolith figure of 
Gomat Raya towering over the city which was 
the capital of a Jain kingdom. After Karkala 
comes Udipi, a famous centre of Sanskrit 
learning, and Kalyanpur, which gave our land 


an intellectual giant. the great philosopher, 
Madhvacharya. 


From Kalyanpur I crossed the Suvarna 
rive: and reached Brahmavar and then straight 
to the core of the Yakshagana problem being 
discussed at the Mahalingeswara temple there. 


Scminar’s Features 


The Yakshagana Seminar had quite a few 
features of its own. The most striking among 
them was that no time was spent during its 
various sessions in mere intellectual discourses 
on the past glory and the present plight. In- 
stead it waS more inthe nature of a search of 
heart by a galaxy of practical veterans assemb- 
led there. 


After the Ganesh Puja performed in the 
traditional Yakshagana style, the delegates 
assembled and the Seminar began with a short 
introductory remark by the convener, Shri 
Shivram Karanth. He introduced the subject 





A view of the Tala Maddale performance 


for discussion: YAKSHAGANA MUSIC AND 
ITS RELATION TO BHAVA AND RASA. 
From the expression on the face of Bhagawatas 
who were seated around me, I could gather 
that they were quite puzzled over the subject. 
It will not be out of place to state here the 
peculiar feature of Yakshagana dance-dramas. 
These dance-dramas consist of a series of songs 
depicting a story. The Bhagawata, who con- 
ducts the play, sings a line or two and _ the 
actor-dancers depict them in dances, and 
dialogue which is extempore. The dance-drama 
proceeds further as the Bhagawata sings the 
next line of the song. Thus songs are the soul 
of this dance-drama. 


The composers of the Yakshagana Prasangas 
(dance-dramas) have taken care to convey the 
necessary Bhava through their compositions 


and have also specified the Ragas in which” 


they are to be sung. But, of late, this aspect 
has been totally neglected by the Bhagawatas. 
The result has been that present-day Bhaga- 
watas sing all songs mechanically, sticking to 
the prescribed Ragas, irrespective of the Rasa 
or Bhayva content of the situation. It was, 
therefore, highly imaginative on the part of 
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Shri Karanth to pin-point this issue. I must 
confess that I was no less amazed at this un- 
orthodox start of the Seminar. 


To begin with four songs depicting four 
Rasas were selected from different Prasangas. 


Rendering of Sungs 


A song for Sringara Rasa was selected from 
Panchavati, one for ‘Bhakti from Krishna 
Sandhan, one for Veera from Karnarjun and one 
for Shoka from Abhimanyu. 


The assembled Bhagawatas, including ihe 
76-year-old Sheshagiri Kini, were requested to 
render these songs. When they sang, all songs 
sounded alike without any modulation of the 
voice needed for different Rasas. Then each 
song depicting a Rasa was taken separately and 
was repeated in turn by each Bhagawata. 
This time they tried to modulate their voice. 
For sometime it appeared as though the Semt- 
nar had turned into a class-room, where the 
versatile convener was training the Bhagawatas. 
A sophisticated visitor whispered his disappro- 
val of this procedure to me. But the Bhagawatas, 
one and all, who were discovering a new angle 


‘to their singing, were most willing to be tu- 
tored. The experiment was repeated in suc- 
ceeding sessions with the dancers and drum- 


mers, 


I was surprised to see the veterans, belong- 
ing to different groups, voluntarily subjecting 
themselves to this experiment, forgetting their 
professional rivalries. 

Spirit of Co-operation 

After the first session, I approached the 
oldest of the Bhagawatas, Shri Sheshagiri Kini, 
and asked him what he thought of the pro- 
cedure. He expressed his satisfaction and said 
that there used to be a school called Aigala 
-Shalei for training Bhagawatas, where precisely 
this kind of training used to be given. These 
schools existed till 50 years ago. 

A Striking feature of the Seminar was the 
Spirit of co-operation shown by all delegates 
in devising a way for the revival and betterment 
of the art. ; 

This spirit was seen again in the perfor- 
mance of a Tala Maddale, which is a Yaksha- 
gana performance without costume and dance. 
The Prasanga selected for this purpose was 
Abhimanyu written in 1640 A. D. by Shri 


Devidas of Barkur. Actors from different 
groups volunteered to play different roles 
while Shri Sheshagiri Kini acted as Bhagawata. 
Later, a full-fledged performarce of a Prasanga 
called Vidyunmati Kalyana with participants 
from all groups was held for the public. 


A Yakshagana-Bayalata performance begins 
with a Ganesh Puja performed in the green 
room. After the Puja, Ganesh is brought out 
on the stage by Vidushaka who, with Arti in 
hands, performs the Rang-puja, while a short 
description of the Prasanga of the day is given 
in song. This is called Sabhalukshana. 
Usually Vidushaka is accompanied by two boys 
decked in mango leaves. It is followed by a 
dance of Balagopalas and after that a Stree 
Nritya is done. All these are conducted by 
Junior Bhagawatas known as Prathama Vesha- 
dharis and instrumentalists. 


After this the main Prasanga begins. The 
first is an Oddolaka when a few characters 
appear on the stage behind a curtain and 
dance. Ifthe story is related to Mahabharata 
then five characters will appear in Oddolaka, 
signifying five Pandavas. On the other hand 
if the story is from the Ramayana, then four 
characters signifying Ram, Lakshaman, Bharat 
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(Left to Right): Shri B. V. Achar, Shri K.S. Karanth and Shri Baikad Venkata Krishna Rao 


and Satrughna will take part in Oddolaka. No 
female character appears in Oddolaka, The 
entry of all important characters is marked by 
an Oddolaka which is like the Tiranokku of the 
Kathakali. At the completion of the Prasanga, 
two female characters called Sakhi Veshas 
come onthe stage and perform the Arti and 
then with the Mangala song the performance 
comes to an end. 


In Yakshagana-Bayalata, one finds the 
angik, Vachik and Aharya aspect of dancing 
in a well-balanced form. While years of neg- 
lect have wrought havoc on the dance and 
music, unhealthy imitations have been replac- 
ing the wonderful costume and head-gears of 
Yakshagana, This question was also taken up 
at the Seminar. 


Head-Gears 


I was keen on understanding different head- 
gears used in Yakshagana. Shri Haradi Rama 
Ganiga, the 54-year-old dancer and an expert 
on the costumes, explained to me the head- 
gears used for different characters. The large 
head-gear called Mundasu typical of the Yaksha- 
gana is of two types: one called Kappu (black) is 
worn by Karna and the other Rajas characters 
while Kempu (Red) is worn by Gandharvas, 
Chitrasena, etc. There is a small! variety of it 
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called Ketake Mundale. It is worn by Arjuna, 
Sudhanva, Abhimanyu, etc. Kore Mundasu, 
a slanting head-gear, is worn by Kiratas, while 
Kireeta (crown) is worn by all kings, Indra and 
Krishna, Rama, etc. Demons have _ their 
separate crown called Rakkas Kireeta. I 
must thank all the participating groups for 
their willing co-operation in helping me to take 
a complete film record of the various authentic 
head-gears and costumes. 


Shri Sheshagiri Kini and other Bhagawatas 
gave a number of songs sung in various Pra- 
sangas. Besides this, my recordings included 
the proceedings of various sessions, a few rare 
Ragas and a complete set of syllables used in 
the Yakshagana-Bayalata. 


Shri Baikadi Venkata Krishna Rao and 
Shri H. Subbanna Bhatt were kind enough to 
arrange for my recording a wonderful folk 
orchestra, and a few folk and ceremonial 
songs. Before I conclude, I must thank all 
whose hospitality and co-operation I enjoyed, 
especially Shri Karanth, Shri B. V. Achar, Shri 
Baikadi Venkata Krishna Rao, Shri Subbanna, 
Shri Sanjiva Kuduva, Shri Shrinivasa Udpa 
and Shri Narasingh Rao, whose feelings I 
share that Brahmavar may once again become 
the cradle of Yakshagana. 


